In this paper an exploratory overview will be given of the role that new media technologies might play in facilitating an African public sphere in which civil society organisations from different African countries might co-operate in influencing public policy. The potential of the Internet to amplify social and political processes such as the formation of the African Union, the New Plan for African Development (Nepad) as well as the engagement by civil society organisations with these multi-lateral agreements, will be investigated.
Background and literature overview:
Although considerable attention has been paid to the role of new technologies in e-governance, the Internet and related new media technologies has also been shown to hold possibilities for other partners in the democratic process, such as social movements, activist groupings or minority groups (cf. Agre, 2002; Arnold & Plymire, 2000; Lax, 2000) . These groupings also use the Internet to further their causes and empower them to play a more pertinent role in the democratic public sphere. The Internet, as a globalising medium, also affords them to opportunity to be imbedded in global networks and to draw support from similar groupings worldwide. Although being a global medium, the Internet might therefore also be used to further local issues, while simultaneously positioning local groups within global networks and discourses (cf. Deibert, 2000) . This illustrates the point that globalization is not a one-way process, but a multidirectional one (Barker, 1999) . While the above has shown to be true in other contexts, the question remains whether the same potential could be realised in African contexts, where access to technologies are hindered by a number of economic, cultural, social and political factors (Wasserman & De Beer, 2003) . The question is especially pertinent in the light of the important role that civil society has to play in the formulation of policies aimed at African development. Strategies have already been devised to ensure the participation of African civil society in the institutions of the newly established African Union (Pambazuka News, 2003) . The members of the African Civil Society also released the "Maputo Declaration" in July 2003, in which they state their vision of having a "vital role to play in the formulation, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and programmes for the advancement of development in Africa" (ACSO, 2003) . They have also noted their concerns regarding the New Plan for African Development (Nepad) and pledged their continued engagement with the "imposition and adoption of neo-liberal policies that continue to impoverish the African people". Previous studies (Wasserman & De Beer, 2003; Wasserman, 2003) have shown that civil society organisations in South Africa, like the Treatment Action Campaign, have already started utilising the Internet with some measure of success. This paper will investigate the possibilities of a wider utilisation between similar organisations on the continent. This will be weighed against criticism that the severe inequalities regarding Internet access only exacerbates existing gaps between rich and poor countries, and that new media technologies would therefore hold more detrimental effects than positive ones.
